Short shrift for the sane? The hospital management of self-harm patients with and without mental illness.
In recent years the British government has sought to target service provision both on people with severe enduring mental illness and on those considered to be at risk of suicide. The study reported here suggests these policies may have had unforeseen repercussions on services for people who self-harm but have no identifiable mental illness. This paper compares the hospital management of self-harm patients with and without mental illness. Over the years 1996-2000, a total of 4,329 self-harm patient attendances were recorded at the accident and emergency department of a British hospital. Whilst patients in 63.7% of attendances could reasonably have been considered to have some form of mental illness, we found that in the remaining 36.3% of attendances (where patients had no indicator of mental illness) a particularly poor standard of service was given. We suggest that if government targets for a reduction in the suicide rate are to be met, it is crucial that there should be marked improvements in services for all self-harm patients presenting at accident and emergency departments. However, in improving services we must be vigilant to the danger that targeting those with a mental illness may mean we fail to provide even basic levels of care for others.